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The Job Search and Interview 

 

Questions to Guide Your Reading 

What are the most common sources for job announcements? 

What sorts of interview questions should one be prepared to answer? 

What are some questions we should ask prospective employers? 

What are the basic components of a portfolio? 

How can we best prepare for an interview? 

What should we do before, during, and after the interview? 

 

The job search and job interview are rather like a dating game: It seems 

borderline disingenuous to dress up in clothes we don't usually wear, follow a set of 

arbitrary protocols, and balance the desire to act naturally with the fear of doing 

something to instantly undermine our best efforts (not to mention the excruciating time 

after the “date” when we wait to hear if we were successful). We might ask: Can't the 

world see if we're worthy without all of the pomp and ceremony? But like the world of 

romance, the job interview process is a useful—albeit artificial—process for determining 

our suitability for a job. Besides testing our skills as musicians and educators, it tests our 

ability to think on our feet; to respect ourselves and others; to use interpersonal skills in 

a professional setting; to honestly showcase our strengths and admit our weaknesses; 

and to genuinely explain our ideals and motivations.  

The pessimist would argue that job interviews are nothing more than personal 

advertisements, fraught with the same misinformation often accused of disreputable 
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advertisement agencies. The practical optimist counters that good advertising is open 

and truthful, and is a fair way to compete in a crowded market. We are practical 

optimists, and this chapter is designed to guide the music educator through the 

exhilarating, tedious, frustrating, and satisfying process of searching for a job. 

(Note: Though résumés and cover letters are a crucial part of this process, they are a 

topic covered exhaustively and comprehensively in specialized books and websites. We 

recommend these sources, as well as your university’s career office, for detailed 

strategies and personal consultations in designing these materials. Instead, this chapter 

mostly offers a primer on finding openings and preparing for the interview itself.)   

 

Finding Job Openings 

Not all districts advertise in every venue, and we suggest regularly using a variety of 

sources and strategies: 

• Websites: MENC and state music educators associations typically post 

announcements for job openings 

• Letters to association officers (introduce yourself and make them aware of your 

desire for a position in their area) 

• Newspapers 

• Local music stores that deal with the schools in the area you are interested in 

working in 

• Word of mouth: Make sure everyone knows you are looking for a teaching 

position (e.g. communicate with them through professional gatherings, at 

conferences, workshops, summer courses, etc.) 
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• Your college as a resource: Let your music education professors know you are 

looking for a job. Professors often receive calls from district administrators to see 

if they can post job openings, and sometimes they are even asked if they have any 

talented students to recommend 

• Mass mailings to every district in the area you are interested in working in, even 

if there are no positions available: Most schools will keep your résumé on file for 

a year should any position open. Additionally, administrators talk to other 

administrators from other districts. One may ask if they know of any music 

teachers looking for a position. 

  

Employment Portfolios 

In addition to the cover letter and résumé, portfolios allow us to demonstrate 

skills, interests, achievements, and experiences. Most collegiate music education 

programs understand the need for portfolios, and so students graduate with a body of 

valuable materials they can place in a binder or on a website and present at an interview.  

Veteran teachers have a deeper pool of evaluations and concerts from which to 

choose, but it is understood that “rookies” will include material from their 

undergraduate years. In any case, the presentation of the portfolio is vital. Desktop 

publishing makes it easy to design professional-looking documents, labels, and 

bindings, but it also burdens us with high standards for everything we produce. Fair or 

not, prospective employers judge us on these standards—typos, sloppiness, and 

disorganization are simply not acceptable and expensive binders, thick paper, and fancy 

fonts do not compensate. Supplement the hard copy by digitizing the entire portfolio 



    4 

 

© 2011 Taylor & Francis, Instrumental Music Education, Routledge 

 

 

onto a CD or posting it on a website. Résumés, teaching philosophies, lesson plans, and 

teaching videos may easily be linked from a home page.  

 When designing the hard-copy portfolio: 

• label and tab everything clearly and consistently  

• use a high-quality binder with an extra pocket for taking notes—e.g., faux-leather 

if possible 

• place all documents in plastic sheet protectors 

• include extra copies of your cover letter and résumé in binder pockets 

 

Items typically included are: 

• Résumé and cover letter 

• Teaching philosophy 

• Copy of teaching certification 

• Copy of transcripts (if it presents you in a good light) 

• Letters from students and parents 

• Letters of recommendations from cooperating teacher, supervising college 

instructor, past colleagues, etc.  

•  Video of your teaching and conducting (either leave a hard copy with the 

committee or post it on your website) 

• Sample lesson plans 

• Recitals from college (audio and program) 

• Notable college projects (e.g. composition, arrangements, theory) 

• Photographs showing you teaching or performing with students 
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• Concert programs (samples from current position, or past positions, if they are 

within a few years of the current one) 

• Handbook 

• Classroom discipline plan (rules, consequences, etc.) 

 

 

The Interview 

It's impossible to prepare for every question an interviewer might ask, but we can 

predict the most common ones. Formulate your answers to these in advance, but avoid 

scripting your exact response. Organize your key thoughts, and then practice speaking 

extemporaneously. Doing this in front of somebody—without the opportunity for re-

takes—develops the confidence you will need for the real interview. If you can't 

participate in a mock interview ask a friend or family member to feed you questions 

from this list.  

 

Sample Questions: 

Music Related: 

• What are your top works for Grade ___? 

• What would a typical program look like for you at the elementary/middle/high 

school level? 

• How would you teach ____? (clarinet embouchure, brass articulation, etc.) 

• What beginning method book would you use, and why? 
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• How do you handle seating in the band/orchestra? Are students permitted to 

“challenge” for higher seats? How and when? 

• How would you integrate other core disciplines into your music curriculum? 

• How would you integrate the National Standards? 

• What types of things do you do in your warmups? 

• What role do you feel music plays in a student’s overall education? 

• How do you feel about competitions? 

• Briefly describe your philosophy of music education. 

• How do you view the role of a marching band in relation to the overall music 

program? 

 

Non-music Related:  

• Tell us about yourself. 

• What do you like about teaching? / Why do you want to teach? 

• Why are you interested in teaching here? 

• What are your strengths and weaknesses? 

• What types of things did you enjoy/find most challenging about your student 

teaching? 

• How would your supervising teacher describe you? 

• Why are you leaving your current position? 

• What's your approach to discipline and classroom management? 

• How would you handle the following discipline situation? (Johnny arrives late, 

Johnny curses in front of the class, etc.) 



    7 

 

© 2011 Taylor & Francis, Instrumental Music Education, Routledge 

 

 

• Address your expectations for student behavior. 

• Briefly describe your concept of the team process and how you would contribute 

to it. 

• How would you accommodate special needs students in your classroom? 

• As a teacher of young adolescents, what do you perceive to be your most difficult 

challenges? 

• What role do extra-curricular and out-of-class activities play in the learning 

process? 

• What one thing would you like the interview panel to remember about you?  

• Why should we choose you? 

• Outline some things you would do as a teacher that would allow you to establish 

harmonious relationships with students. 

• Are your personal values reflected in your teaching? How? 

• Comment on the following components of teaching: motivation, classroom 

control, planning. 

• Describe the classroom conditions that best facilitate student learning. 

• In what ways are you qualified to address the issues of diversity as part of your 

instructional program? 

• At the end of your first year in this district, how will you determine whether or 

not you've been successful? 

• If I enter your classroom, take me through what I'll see. 

• How do you evaluate and assess student progress? 

• What is the ideal level you'd like to teach at? 
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• Where do you see yourself in five years? 

• Give us an overview of your background? Why are you qualified for this job? 

• Do you have any questions for us? (See below) 

 

Questions to Ask the Interviewer 

Most interviewers will give you the chance to switch roles at the end of the 

interview. Even if you are completely satisfied with what you have heard, avoid looking 

like a deer in headlights ("Nope, I'm good!") Use the list below as a starting point to find 

out something about the program that may influence your decision to accept the 

position. At the very least, asking good questions indicates that you are savvy about the 

important details about teaching. 

• How many concerts do you have a year? 

• What is the exact job description? What exactly will I be teaching? 

• What would you like to see changed/added/maintained in the program? 

• What type of schedule is in place? (9-period day, block, modified block) 

• What is your vision for the development of this program? 

• Why is the previous person leaving the position? 

• What is the budget for the program? What sorts of things is that expected to 

cover? 

• Is there a music booster organization? If so, in what capacity do they work with 

the directors? 

• May I see the facilities? May I meet some of the other music teachers? 

• Is there a written district-wide music curriculum? 
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• Are there opportunities for professional development? (conferences, workshops, 

etc.) 

• What is your timeline for making a decision? 

 

The Interview Process 

Particularly in large districts with many applicants, the interview process usually 

entails more than just a one-on-one meeting. Phone interviews may be held to shrink a 

long list of 7–10 semi-finalists down to a short list of 3–5 finalists to be invited to the 

district for interviews and auditions. Once on campus, expect several phases: 

• Initial interview with personnel director/principal 

• Panel interview (may include personnel director, principal, music supervisor, 

other music teachers, parent representatives) 

• Individual interviews with the above list 

• Teaching, rehearsals, small group lessons (see below) 

• Performing on primary and secondary instruments 

 

Interview Preparation 

Use the following checklist to get ready for your interview: 

• update and compile your portfolio 

• prepare your answers to interview questions 

• research the vital statistics of the school and music program where you are 

interviewing 
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• find out the name(s) of the person(s) who will be interviewing you and the correct 

pronunciation of their name 

• prepare any primary and secondary instrument performance requirements 

• clean your interview attire 

• get a good night's sleep the evening prior to the interview 

• clean and groom yourself 

• eat a satisfying, non-greasy meal prior to the interview 

 

Interview Attire 

        It may seem obvious and superficial, but it is worth emphasizing that how we dress 

creates a strong impression on the people we meet. Men should wear a suit and tie, 

along with dress socks and dress shoes. A dark sport coat and dressy slacks can 

substitute in a pinch. Women should wear a dress suit or a sport coat, blouse, and long 

skirt or dress pants, and dress shoes with socks or shears. Clothing should always be in a 

conservative color and never be of a "revealing" nature. Avoid excessive jewelry, and do 

not wear perfume or cologne.  Always clean and press your clothing before the 

interview. 

 

What to Bring to the Interview 

      You’ll need more than just your résumé! Be sure to bring: 

• portfolio 

• extra résumés and cover letter 

• copy of your teaching certification 
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• pen and notebook 

• instrument(s) if required to perform 

• baton 

• snack (e.g., protein bar) and bottle of water  

• clean automobile  (It may seem ridiculous, but if someone walks us to our car at 

the conclusion of the interview it would be a shame if the last impression we leave 

of our organizational skills is a messy auto.)   

 

Presenting Yourself during the Interview 

The proper way to act in an interview is not much different from the proper way 

to act the rest of the time: Be yourself; don’t curse; use your common sense; show 

patience; sit up straight; stand by your convictions; keep an open-mind; heed the ethic 

of reciprocity (“Do unto others…”). Beyond these codes of everyday life, however, 

consider the following when arriving for an interview:  

• Be on time—Remember the professional musician’s credo: "To be early is to be 

on-time; to be on-time is to be late; to be late is to be fired!"  If you are unfamiliar 

with the area, allow extra time to drive in the event of a wrong turn. Arriving 

early affords you some prep time to freshen up, use the bathroom, and stay 

relaxed. 

• Arrive with good breath—If we brush our hair before an interview we should 

brush our teeth, too, especially if we've just eaten a spicy sandwich with onions. 

Keep breath mints on hand. 

• Give a firm handshake—It makes a lasting impression before we even speak. 
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• Make good eye contact—It demonstrates confidence and shows that you believe 

what you say and care about what others say. 

• Speak confidently—Fairly or not, people who sound like leaders are treated like 

leaders.  

• Avoid unnecessary speech mannerisms—Though they are difficult habits to 

break, work to purge an excess of “Ums,” “OK’s,” and “You know’s.”  A bit of 

silence in between thoughts is preferable to these mannerisms. 

• Treat everyone you meet with respect—More than anything this is a "life rule,” 

but it's also an "interview rule," since we never know who has a voice in hiring 

decisions, and we never know with whom we may need to have a professional 

relationship. 

• Sound interested in the position even if you're not—Leaving a positive impression 

may pay dividends in the future, as the interviewer may have an opportunity to 

pass your name to an administrator from another district. (e.g., “Try calling John 

Reed. He had a very strong interview when we met him last week.") 

• Offer copies of your portfolio/résumé/cover letter to the committee—Most search 

committee chairpersons make copies for the entire committee, but many people 

you meet may not have these materials and will be quite appreciative of your 

offer. 

• Take notes about the people you meet and details about the program—Notes are 

an aid for asking follow-up questions and comparing schools after the interview.  

• Once you are introduced to someone, use his/her name! Be formal (Mr., Ms., Dr.) 

until invited otherwise. 
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• Match the style of the interviewer (laid back, high energy, etc.)—People tend to 

like others who seem similar to them. If an interviewer is energetic, he may be 

bored by a subdued interviewee; if an interviewer is calm and soft-spoken, he 

may be uneasy with a hyper-kinetic interviewee. Stop well short of imitation, but 

be sensitive to the rhythm of your interaction during the interview. 

  

Sending the Follow-up Letter 

Even though they are a low-effort signal of our professionalism, many candidates 

neglect to send follow-up letters. Traditionally follow-up letters are typed on personal 

stationary or résumé paper, but if there was a history of email correspondence prior to 

the interview, business-proper emails are also appropriate (e.g., begin the email with 

“Dear ” rather than "Hi" or "Hey"; write your full name at the end of the message; 

include full contact information at the bottom). Email follow-ups also facilitate a 

personal thank-you to each member of the interview committee. Personalize follow-up 

correspondence with a brief, 1–2 line reference about a topic you discussed during the 

interview.  
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SAMPLE LETTER 

 

Thomas Smith 
804 Essex St. 

Midfield, OH 48155 
  
Dr. Frederick Jones 
Superintendent of Schools 
Westward Public Schools 
255 Main St. 
Westward, OH 48353 
 

June 30, 2011 

 Dear Dr. Jones: 

  

Thank you again for your time during my interview earlier this week. I very much 

enjoyed learning about the school district and meeting Mrs. Smithson and Mr. Giles. I 

was particularly impressed by your support for the music department's interdisciplinary 

ideas, and I look forward to the opportunity to further develop that program, 

particularly at the middle school level. I remain very interested in the position. 

Thank you again for your consideration. I look forward to hearing from you. 

 Sincerely, 

 

(Your signature goes here) 

Thomas Smith 
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Accepting an Offer 

Keep in mind that if you do not get an offer right away it does not mean that you 

never will. Some districts take a long time to complete interviews and make a decision. 

Further, most administrators wait for formal acceptance from their first choice before 

contacting other candidates. If that candidate turns them down you may be next on their 

list.  

When you speak to the administrator making the offer, thank him/her, listen to 

the offer and then follow up with any questions that have not yet been answered (e.g., 

salary and benefits). Some administrators insist on an immediate answer, but you can 

usually request more time. Try prompting them with the question: "When do you need 

to know by?"  If he/she does not offer at least 3–4 days it is within the realm of proper 

etiquette to politely ask for more time. ("I'm excited about the position, but I would need 

some time to think about it."  Or, "I am in the process of looking at some other 

options. Would I be able to give you an answer by the end of the week?")  You may not 

receive the extension you need, but no administrator should be offended by a reasonable 

request.  

If you are in the middle of another district's interview process, it is appropriate to 

so inform the district making an offer. They may not have the luxury of giving an 

extension, but at the very least, the fact other districts are interested reinforces the 

decision to choose you. Try calling the other district to inquire about their interview 

timetable. In some cases they can re-schedule your appointment for an earlier date, and 

sometimes even make a decision more quickly. 
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Activities/Assignments for Further Exploration 

1.  Research the potential sources for job listings in your area. 

2.  After having a consultation with your university’s career office, write your résumé 

and share it with the class. Are there design ideas you can borrow from your 

classmates?  

3.  Though cover letters should be personalized for each job opening, it is useful to have 

a basic template that can be adapted for a variety of positions. Write a template cover 

letter that briefly outlines your current position, notable features of your educational 

and musical background (especially those that are not immediately obvious from 

your résumé), and why you believe you are qualified for the position. 

4.  Conduct a mock interview. Assign someone to be the interviewer and someone to be 

the interviewee and try to simulate all aspects of a real interview, including: 

• Proper dress 

• Presenting the portfolio 

• Sample questions to the interviewee 

• Sample questions to the interviewer 

• Writing a follow-up letter 

 

Further Reading 

Anthony, Rebecca, and Gerald Roe. 101 Grade A Résumés for Teachers. Hauppauge, 
NY: Barron's, 2003. 

Enelow, Wendy S., and Louise Kursmark. Expert Résumés for Teachers and Educators. 
Indianapolis, IN: JIST Works, 2002. 

McKinney, Anne. Real-Résumés for Teachers. Real-Résumés Series. Fayetteville, NC: 
Prep Pub, 2000. 


